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Abstract 
The purpose of this study was to examine the effect of the presence or absence of English captions with an 
English-language sound track on the university-level Iranian EFL students’ listening comprehension of video passage 
material. A total of 60 homogenized students of English literature at the second-year of university participated in the 
study. The students were randomly assigned to two groups to receive different treatments. Both groups watched a 
short episode (20 minutes) of an English film and they were required to take a 20-item multiple choice (MC) teacher-
made listening-comprehension test while they were watching the film. The difference between these groups was in 
the presence of the caption of the film; that is, the experimental group watched the film with English captions and the 
control group watched the film without captions. The results of the post-test MC exam revealed that using captions 
had a significant effect on students’ listening comprehension and those who received the English captions 
outperformed the other group. Based on the obtained results, it was concluded that providing captions for Iranian 
university-level EFL students could be helpful in overcoming some of their listening comprehension difficulties. 
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1. Introduction  
 
 Listening is a vital skill in the language acquisition process. Listening comprehension is a complex 
cognitive process that, although in terms of the mother tongue seems easily acquired, needs a great deal of 
effort in a second and specifically foreign language learning process. Besides, being in constant exposure 
to television, radio, and satellite broadcasts has increased the necessity to be prepared to receive and 
process information gained through the aural channel more than before.  
Research in second language acquisition (SLA) has shown that if learning is to be effective and 
permanent it must be meaningful, involve active mental processes, and be reliable with the existing 
knowledge in the learner’s mind (Hanley, Herron, & Cole, 1995). 
In this regard, Dual-coding theory - a theory of cognition - first advanced by Allan Paivio (1971, 
1986) proposes that memory consists of two separate but interrelated coding systems for processing 
information - one verbal and the other visual. The verbal and visual systems can be activated 
independently, but there are interconnections between the two systems that allow dual coding of 
information. If information is coded in both systems (as with captions and verbal language), the learner 
retains and recalls it more easily, because associations will be formed between the two systems.  
This theory was supported by Paivio’s own research (1971) in first language setting. The value of dual 
coding theory in increasing our understanding of comprehension processes has been confirmed by 
subsequent studies. Paivio and Lambert (1981) extended the dual coding inquiry into bilingual context 
and found similar positive evidence. Captions provide additional reading input to the already existing 
pictorial and audio input provided by various forms of commonly used video technology.  
Nowadays DVD options with their flexible dimensions are particularly useful in the second and 
specifically foreign language settings. Offering both multilingual captions and multilingual soundtracks, 
DVD technology allows for various combinations of oral and written language through different sensory 
channels.  
Meanwhile, it is necessary to distinguish subtitles from captions. Subtitles refer to on-screen text in 
the students’ native language combined with a second language soundtrack while captions refer to on-
screen text in a given language combined with a soundtrack in the same language. In this study, the term 
“captions” will be used throughout to avoid repeated, confusing label changes. 
 
In order to examine the effect of film captions on EFL learners’ listening comprehension, the 
following research questions were proposed for this study: 
 
1. Does providing captions for films have any significant impact on Iranian university-level EFL 
students' listening comprehension? 
2. Is the presence of English captions with an English language soundtrack more effective in 
improving EFL learners’ listening comprehension as compared to the absence of captions?  
 
Based on the above research questions the following null hypotheses were investigated. 
   
 HO1: Providing captions has no significant impact on Iranian university-level EFL students' listening 
comprehension.  
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HO2: The presence of English captions with an English language soundtrack is not more effective in 
improving EFL learners’ listening comprehension compared to the absence of captions. 
 
 
2. Method  
 
 2.1. Participants 
 
The participants were randomly selected from amongst 150 Iranian undergraduate EFL students of 
English literature. From this group based on the results of a MC TOEFL exam, 60 homogenized learners 
were chosen for the actual phase of the study. The participants were all native Persian speakers and 
English was their second language. Their age range was between 18 to 26 years old and their level of 
English language proficiency was between pre-intermediate to upper-intermediate. All the participants 
were female students chosen from the only unisex university in Iran, i.e. Alzahra University - a state 
university in Tehran, the capital of Iran. 
 
2.2. Research Design 
 
The present study aimed at examining the effect of the presence/absence of captions accompanied by 
films on Iranian EFL learners’ listening comprehension. In order to reach this aim a pre-test post-test 
quasi-experimental design was adopted for the purpose of this research study. Research sample was 
chosen by the use of access sampling method and the participants were randomly assigned to 
experimental and control groups. To fulfil this purpose, a 50 item listening comprehension test was 
administered to both experimental and control groups as a pre-test. Only the experimental group received 
the treatment, that is, the presence of captions while viewing films. At the end of the study, a 20 item 
teacher-made listening comprehension test was administered to both groups to see the possible effect of 
the presence of captions, if any. Thus the design of the study which is depicted in the following table was 
quasi-experimental.  
 
Table 1. Research design  
 
         Research design    
 
Experimental group 
 
T1 
 
X 
 
T3 
Control group 
 
T2 O T4 
X (Treatment), O (no treatment), T1 and T2 (pre-tests), T3 and T4 (post-tests) 
   
 
2.3. Instruments 
 
First, in order to have a homogeneous sample, an English proficiency test of TOEFL consisting of 50 
multiple-choice questions was administered. This test included three sections of listening comprehension. 
The first part consisted of 30 questions based on short conversations. The second part included 7 
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questions based on a longer conversation. And the last part had 13 questions based on short talks. 
Participants had 25 minutes to complete the test. The test was administered at the beginning of the term in 
one of the participants’ “Listening and Speaking Laboratory” sessions, before running the actual study. 
 
  Second, to check the listening comprehension of the participants, the researcher administered a 20 
item teacher-made listening comprehension test based on the film’s content. The test was multiple-choice 
and was based on a 20 minutes film that students viewed. The film was presented with English-language 
sound track and two treatments of the presence or absence of English captions were provided.  The 
teacher-made listening-comprehension test was given to the participants while they were watching the 
film, so the participants had to watch and answer the test simultaneously. 
 
2.4. Procedure  
 
In order to calculate the reliability of the pre-test TOEFL exam, it was administered to 30 students of 
an English Language Institute as the pilot group of this study. Using Cronbach alpha coefficient, the 
reliability coefficient was calculated as 0.71 which is an acceptable reliability coefficient. Therefore, there 
was no need to eliminate any of the questions. Also, after the final administration of the TOEFL test on 
60 participants of this study, the reliability coefficient was again calculated by using Cronbach alpha 
coefficient and the result was 0.74 which is an acceptable and favourable reliability coefficient. 
The TOEFL test consisted of 50 multiple-choice questions and it was given to 80 university level EFL 
students at the beginning of their “Listening and Speaking Laboratory” session. Among all the students, 
only those whose scores fell within one standard deviation above and below the mean were selected as the 
subjects of this study which counted to 60.  
As the next step, the participants were randomly assigned to experimental and control groups.   
The participants watched 20 minutes of a film. The audio portion of the episode was presented in English. 
The experimental group watched the film accompanied by English captions while the control group 
watched it without captions.  
The measurement task involved one written multiple-choice test in English which was derived from 
the passage of the film. This test consisted of 20 questions and in each question just one choice was the 
right answer. For using the teacher-made listening comprehension test, its reliability and validity was 
measured besides the item analysis of the questions.    
Item discrimination coefficient, item discrimination index, and item difficulty coefficient were 
determined to check for the favourable psychometric characteristics of the teacher-made listening 
comprehension test.  
Content, face and criterion validity was conducted to validate the teacher-made listening 
comprehension test. To check for the Concurrent validity of the test, the relationship between the teacher-
made test and the achievement test of the subjects was studied by using Pearson correlation coefficient 
and the result (r = 0.737) was significant and meaningful.  
Finally, after determining the correlation coefficient of the teacher-made listening comprehension test 
it was distributed among 60 participants and the reliability coefficient was again calculated and the result 
was 0.78 which is a significant reliability coefficient. 
In addition to Cronbach alpha coefficient, the reliability coefficient of the teacher-made test was 
calculated by using test-retest method. In this way, the test was again administered to the pilot group after 
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two weeks and correlation coefficient value was calculated by using Pearson correlation (r = 0.88) and the 
result was significant at α = 0.01. 
 
 
3. Findings 
 
In order to ensure the homogeneity of the participants a t-test was carried out to find out whether any 
differences existed between the two groups.  
 
Table 2.  t-test of “TOEFL score” in two groups of control and experimental 
 
Significance level Degrees of freedom t value Standard deviation Mean Groups 
 
 
 
        0.629 
 
 
 
         58 
 
 
 
 0.48            
         
       8.06 
 
35.90 
     Control 
(watching film 
without caption) 
 
       7.35 
 
36.86 
 
Experimental 
(watching film 
with caption ) 
 
 
As can been seen from the above table, the t value (0.48) is not significant since it was found that there 
wasn’t any significant difference between the means of the control group (M = 35.90) as compared with 
the experimental group (M = 36.86) at 0.05 probability level. As the result indicates, it was concluded 
that the two groups were homogeneous and therefore they could safely be assigned to control and 
experimental groups. 
 
Table 3 below shows the descriptive statistics related to the scores of teacher-made listening 
comprehension exam in both groups.  
 
Table 3. Descriptive statistics of the scores for teacher-made “listening comprehension” exam 
 
            Dispersion indexes        Distribution indexes            Central tendency              
indexes 
 
 Groups 
 
Skewness 
coefficient 
Kurtosis 
coefficient 
Standard error 
of mean 
Standard 
deviation 
Variance Range Mean Median Mode 
 
 
0.60 
 
-0.02 
 
0.46 
 
  2.56 
 
6.60 
 
  9 
 
14.46 
 
14.50 
 
14.50 
Control 
(without 
caption) 
 
0.31 
 
-0.96 
 
0.19 
 
   1.04 
 
1.09 
 
 4 
 
18.73 
 
19 
 
   19 
Experimental 
(with caption) 
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According to the above table, it could be observed that there was little difference among mode, 
median, and mean. And also as the table indicates the amount of Kurtosis coefficient and Skewness 
coefficient was less than 1. Therefore the assumption of normality has been satisfied. Consequently, we 
could use the mean as an indicator of central tendency index, besides using the parametric statistics 
models. 
 
 
Table 4.  t-test for  “listening comprehension test” 
 
Significance level Degrees of freedom t value Standard deviation Mean Groups 
 
 
 
 
 
           0.01 
 
 
 
          58 
 
 
 
  8.42 
         
       2.56 
 
14.46 
     Control 
( watching film 
without caption) 
 
        1.04 
 
18.73 
 
Experimental 
(watching film with 
caption ) 
 
 
 
According to Table 4 and regarding t value which was 8.42, it was found that there was a significant 
difference at (α = 0.01) between the means of the research samples’ listening comprehension scores in the 
two groups of control (14.46) and experimental (18.73). Therefore, by considering that the mean of the 
experimental group was significantly higher than the control group, it could be concluded that the 
presence of English captions with the film was influential in improving Iranian EFL learners’ listening 
comprehension skill.   
 
4. Discussion  
 
As the result revealed, the students in the experimental group who watched the film with English 
captions outperformed the students in the control group. The experimental group answered the researcher-
made questions, which were based on the film’s content, better than the control group.  
According to the result of this research, the first and the second null hypotheses could be safely 
rejected and it was concluded that providing captions was helpful and influential in improving EFL 
learners’ listening comprehension. By providing captions learners would have a better chance of 
understanding the film’s content and captions are a means of enhancing students’ comprehension of the 
films in their second language.  
The results of this study are consistent with some other studies done in this area (Bowe & Kaufman, 
2007; Garza, 1991; Markham, Peter, & McCarthy, 2001; Rubin, 1994; Stewart & Pertusa, 2004; Taylor, 
2005; and Vanderplank, 1988). 
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5. Conclusion and Recommendation  
 
This study was an attempt to investigate the impact of the presence of English captions on Iranian EFL 
students’ listening comprehension. Based on the results of this study, it is suggested that teachers and 
language teaching scholars consider the benefits of using captions when teaching listening skills through 
watching video. Teachers should devote time on using captions in their classes.  
Using captions with English films, helps foreign language students in their understanding and 
comprehension of film content. Captions can increase the students’ knowledge of the target language and 
enhance language learning by the use of new lexicons and phrases in an appropriate context. This view is 
supported by Paivio (1971), Garza (1991), Krashen (1981, cited in Stewart and Pertusa, 2004) and 
Vanderplank (1988).  
Vanderplank (1988) believes that captions might have potential value in helping the language-
acquisition process, by providing language learners with the key to massive quantities of authentic and 
comprehensible language input.  
When the students have access to the captions, their reading ability will help their listening 
comprehension, and their understanding of the film will be improved. Furthermore, providing captions 
can reduce the level of anxiety which is common during the listening comprehension tasks, at least among 
lower proficiency level language learners.  
Based on the results of this study the following suggestions are made: 
Future studies can investigate the long term effect of using captions on students’ listening comprehension.  
Further research can employ different videos of different contents; for example, news reports, dramas, 
academic lectures, or even scientific fictions.  
One can carry out an experiment to find out whether the length of the video might produce different 
result.  
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